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Alice Walker’s first novel The Third Life of Grange Copeland is a vivid 
rendition of the struggles for survival wholeness of Grange, Brownfield, and Ruth, 
the three generations of the Copelands. The fundamental question this thesis is 
trying to raise and unfold is how the blacks, both as individuals and as a people 
mired in seemingly insurmountable obstacles from both social and familial levels, 
can move toward survival wholeness. Drawing upon Robert Pen Warren’s 
philosophical theory of “the inevitable osmosis of being” and relevant insights 
concerning group identity and cultural identity into the paratactic analysis of the 
three characters’ identity construction, this thesis aims to unpack both the common 
and specific impediments hindering individuals’ achievement of an integrated 
identity, with a view to explore possible ways to survival wholeness on both 
personal and collective planes. 
Starting with Warren’s perception of man as a divided entity whose self is 
heavily affected by the interpenetration of the inside and outside worlds, the first 
chapter examines how the lost self in Brownfield is displayed in both the 
disintegration of his inner world and his distorted self-image in relation to the whites 
and his family. Inwardly, Brownfield is trapped in a division caused by a split 
between his realistic self and dreaming self. His black self characterized by nihilism 
and moral vacuum is also twisted by the white world and disintegrated into a 
subordinate state. As a result, driven by his distorted manhood, Brownfield turns to 
his wife Mem and children to impose his displaced self, forcing upon Mem physical 
violence and linguistic hegemony, neglecting and abusing her daughters so as to 
impose his patriarchal authority on them. 
In view of the three aspects of temporal continuity, spatial integration, and 
moral responsibility in selfhood highlighting Warren’s theory of “the inevitable 

















his self temporally, spatially, and morally. On the one hand, Grange is able to move 
out of his silence in his first life and reclaim his muffled black voice, which is 
mainly manifested in his black consciousness encapsulated in racial hatred; on the 
other hand, Grange is able to reconstruct his morally responsible, temporally 
continual self in his awareness and acceptance of his disgraceful past. Besides, in 
recreating the collective past of the black people, he is also recreating his self. 
Moreover, Grange reconstructs his self through recovering his osmotic relations with 
the black community and through rebuilding a community which is devoted to 
nourishing his granddaughter Ruth’s mind and soul. 
In spite of the identity dilemma she is faced with, Ruth, pushed by her 
expanded self, is empowered to undertake her search for personal and collective 
identities and move towards a unified being. With a critical mind, she absorbs the 
positive elements while discarding the dross in both her grandfather’s teachings and 
her black southern heritage, forming her distinct group and cultural identity, 
transcending the time and place she is situated in and moving toward a promised 
land of larger freedom and infinite possibilities. 
In this novel, Walker explores the possibility of growth and change, the 
possibility of survival wholeness for individuals, the possibility of healing 
generational and familial breaches, and the possibility of finding a way out for a 
suffering people. 
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Publishing more than 15 novels and short story collections, 9 poetry collections 
as well as a couple of non-fictions, Alice Walker’s protean identity as an author, poet, 
essayist, feminist, and activist lend richness, breadth, and depth into her works. As 
one of the leading voices among African American women writers, Alice Walker has 
built her literary reputation with her insightfulness and boldness in unfolding the 
lives and struggles of black people throughout history, pushing into the forefront the 
experiences of black women in a racist and sexist society. Her works, with great 
width, intricacy and profundity, have drawn both readers’ and critics’ attention. 
Compared with her later novels such as Meridian and The Color Purple in 
particular, which won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and the National Book Award for 
Fiction in 1983, Alice Walker’s first novel The Third Life of Grange Copeland 
published in 1970 catches relatively less attention from critics. Commenting on the 
significance of this novel, Jin Li et al. assert that this novel opens up Walker’s 
typical theme of “racism, sexism, and familial relationships” which runs throughout 
her later works (283). A general survey of the biographical, social, political and 
critical milieu pertinent to this novel may show the necessity of further explorations 
on this novel and cast light on potential spots for further study. 
The intertwining and collision of the two different worlds of the North and 
South dramatized in The Third Life of Grange Copeland can be traced to Walker’s 
relevant experiences in the two locations. Born into a poor sharecropping family in 
the rural town of Eatonton, Georgia, Walker was the youngest of eight children. At 
college in New York, Walker became actively involved in the Civil Rights 
Movement. After graduation, she decided to return to the South, volunteering to 
register black voters, campaigning for welfare rights. Walker and her husband, a 
white civil rights attorney, were the first legally married mixed-race couple in 
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